Transrectal ovarian ultrasonography was performed daily in eight ewes during one interovulatory interval, using a 7.5 MHz, rigid, human prostate transducer, and a realtime B-mode scanner to record the numbers, diameters and position of all follicles \ m=ge\ 2 mm in diameter and the corpora lutea in both ovaries. Blood samples were taken once a day and were analysed for concentrations of FSH, progesterone and oestradiol. During the interovulatory interval of 17.2 \ m=+-\ 0.4 days, antral follicles (follicles > 2 mm in diameter) emerged on all days except for days 1, 5, 15, 16 and 17. A significant increase in the numbers of follicles emerging was seen on days 2 and 11. The ovulatory follicle (6.9 \ m=+-\ 0.1 mm diameter) was retrospectively traced to emergence on day 11.1 \ m=+-\ 0.3 and grew over a period of 4.1 \ m=+-\ 0.1 days at a growth rate of 1.2 \ m=+-\ 0.04 mm day \m=-\1. The largest nonovulatory follicles of the same period grew at the same rate as ovulatory follicles and regressed over a period of 2.6 \ m=+-\ 0.2 days at a rate of 1.2 \ m=+-\ 0.07 mm day \m=-\1. The mean diameter of the largest follicles seen on each day of the oestrous cycle was lowest on the day of ovulation (2.9 \ m=+-\ 0.2 mm), increased from day 3 to day 5 (4.1 \ m=+-\ 0.4 mm) and again from day 11 to the day before ovulation (6.9 \ m=+-\ 0.1 mm; P < 0.05). The mean number of antral follicles \m=ge\2mm in diameter increased over the oestrous cycle from 4.5 \ m=+-\ 0.4 on day 3 to 7.2 \ m=+-\ 0.7 on day 11 and showed a sharp decline starting on day 15, to a low of 3.5 \ m=+-\ 0.3 on the day of ovulation (day 17.2 \ m=+-\ 0.4). The corpus luteum could be identified by day 3 of the oestrous cycle in all the ewes, at a mean diameter of 11.5 \ m=+-\ 0.3 mm. The diameter increased to 13.3 \ m=+-\ 0.6 mm on day 5, and declined from day 11 to a diameter of 7.5 \ m=+-\ 0.3 follicles ¡> 2 mm in diameter occurred during an oestrous cycle (Brand and de Jong, 1973) , whereas Hutchinson and Robertson (1966) (Smeaton and Robertson, 1971). The presence of follicles sensitive to LH (Driancourt et al, 1988(Driancourt et al, , 1990) and the growth of follicles to diameters of 4-6 mm (Webb and Gauld, 1985) have Fig. 3b ). The total number of follicles ? 3 mm in diameter increased from the early to the late part of the cycle but decreased from day 16 to day 17 (P<0.05; Fig. 3b ). The diameter of the largest follicle was low from ovulation (day 0) to day 3 of the cycle, increased to day 5 and rose to a second peak at day 16, before decreasing to a nadir at day 17 (P < 0.05; Fig. 3c ).
Introduction
The ovary of the ewe contains between 100 and 400 growing follicles, of which 10-40 are visible on the surface of the ovary (Cahill et al, 1979; McNatty et al, 1982 follicles ¡> 2 mm in diameter occurred during an oestrous cycle (Brand and de Jong, 1973) , whereas Hutchinson and Robertson (1966) concluded that the ovulatory follicle increased in size between 4 h and 5 days after the onset of the oestrous cycle and then remained constant in size until preovulatory enlarge¬ ment. Serial laparotomy and ink labelling of large follicles at three different times during the oestrous cycle led to the conclusion that three or possibly more phases of follicular growth and atresia occurred during the oestrous cycle of ewes (Smeaton and Robertson, 1971) . The presence of follicles sensitive to LH (Driancourt et al, 1988 (Driancourt et al, , 1990 ) and the growth of follicles to diameters of 4-6 mm (Webb and Gauld, 1985) have been documented during the luteal phase of Ginther, 1987; Knopf et al, 1989) and sheep (Schrick et al, 1993 1, 5, 15, 16 Corpus luteum and progesterone
The functioning corpora lutea of the oestrous cycle could be detected ultrasonographically in all the ewes, from day 3 onwards, although in three of the ewes it could be seen on day 2 as a structure 8-10 mm in diameter (Fig. 5a ). The mean diameter of the corpora lutea increased from 11.5 ± 0.3 mm on day 3 of the cycle (P < 0.05) to 13.3 ± 0.6 mm by day 5; there was no significant change in diameter between days 5 and 10 (P> 0.05). From a diameter of 11.7 ± 0.4 mm on day 11, the size of the corpora lutea decreased to 9.9 ± 0.4 mm by day 14 (P<0.05) and 7.5 ± 0.3 mm on day 17 (day of ovulation). (Cahill and Mauleon, 1980; McNatty el al, 1984 McNatty el al, , 1985 Webb and Gauld, 1985 (Hutchinson and Robertson, 1966) . Other studies showed results similar to those reported here, in that the ovulatory follicle was derived from a pool of follicles > 2 mm in diameter at the time of luteolysis and emerged as a growing oestrogenic follicle within 10 h of luteolysis (McNatty et al, 1982; Driancourt et al, 1986; Webb et al, 1989) . In a study using ultrasonography ih ewes, it appeared that the ovulatory follicle grew beyond 2 mm in diameter at about day 11 of the oestrous cycle (Schrick et al,   1993 ). sheep (Driancourt et al, 1986; Castonguay et al, 1990 (Brand and de Jong, 1973; Driancourt and Cahill, 1984; Driancourt et al, 1988 Driancourt et al, , 1990 (Bjersing et al, 1972 (Adams et al, 1992 (Adams et al, , 1994 shows (Cahill et al, 1981 (Ginther et al, 1989) , and the pattern of growth and regression of the two largest follicles during the early and late periods of the oestrous cycle and number of follicles during the cycle in the ewes studied here. However, during the late follicular phase (after day 14 of the cycle and luteolysis) the ovulatory follicle appeared to suppress the number of follicles and the growth of other follicles.
